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INTRODUCTION
“… take the elevator from the ground fl oor of raw substantive data and description 
to the penthouse of conceptualisation and general theory” (Gummesson 
2002:585–586).
This article concerns the conceptualisation of qualitative research as Denzin 
and Lincoln’s (2005:4–6) metaphor of a quilter. Just as the researcher, the quilter 
uses methods, tools and techniques to creatively stitch, edit, and put slices of 
reality together with the aim to design a ‘quilt’ of new understanding. In this 
process, the qualitative researcher is constantly refl ecting, interpreting and 
comparing new information to what is already known and understood.
ABSTRACT
This article emphasises the meaningful interrelationship between practice, 
experience, concepts and theory in the process of meaning-making in 
qualitative research. The importance of existing knowledge, the researcher’s 
background and stance (ontology and epistemology) and the conscious 
engagement of the researcher with him/herself in a critical refl exive process 
to develop new knowledge and direction to act upon will be underlined. 
Moreover, this article attempts to unravel the dynamic spiral of meaning-
making when developing a conceptual framework. 
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According to Schmitter (2009:13), “all concepts are normative in terms of the 
positive and negative reactions they evoke from those they describe and also in 
terms of the positive and negative evaluations of the researchers who use them. 
Furthermore, it is not diffi cult to understand the core meaning of a concept but 
is it diffi cult to separate a concept from its context. Most concepts fl ow from 
prior assumptions and are embedded in other concepts. Consequently, they are 
building blocks that are only as plausible and valuable as the foundations upon 
which they rest” (Schmitter 2009:14).
This article attempts to provide answers for the following questions: What 
are the different ways in which qualitative research is conceptualised? Which 
analytical tools are used in the inductive reasoning process? What are the ‘tricks 
of the trade’ of conceptualisation? How does a researcher’s own ontological, 
epistemological and methodological assumptions infl uence meaning-making? 
What is the role of previous knowledge and theory in meaning-making in order 
to create new knowledge and theory? How does a researcher ‘size up’ existing 
literature and improve on it? What is the role of refl exivity in developing a 
conceptual framework? 
BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE
Qualitative researchers are united in the quest to “gain insight into the meaning 
(verstehen) that the subject gives to his/her life world to understand human 
behaviour from an insider's point of view (emic)” (Auriacombe 2007:7). 
According to Mouton (2001:137), the logic of research is based in three worlds. 
World-One consists of the social world: Individual human beings, actions, 
events, organisations, institutions, interventions, collectives and social objects, 
where researchers perceive this every day world through their senses and is the 
instrument through which the study is conducted (Rossman and Rallis 2012:33). 
According to Aristotle, nothing exists in our minds that we have not perceived 
or experienced with our senses. 
World-One concerns the social and physical reality that is made up of social 
problems, such as poor services, crime and unemployment. When using fi rst-
world logic, researchers thus make use of fi rst-order constructs to conceptualise 
research. If a researcher chooses to explore this type of problem he/she will 
be required to do applied research that requires some intervention, action or 
programme. The type of research that one will be conducting from a World-
One perspective, will mostly inform aspects such as programme development, 
policy-making, policy execution and decision-making.
In World-Two, the researcher incorporates existing knowledge from the 
world of science and other scholars’ writings. The emphasis is on the literature, 
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existing concepts and theories (second-order constructs). Researchers who 
focus on constructing theories and models; analysing concepts; or reviewing 
the body of scientifi c knowledge are doing basic research in the World-Two 
realm.
With a World-Three perspective, researchers then use a process of 
cognitive reasoning (the spiral of meaning-making) and (self-), refl exively and 
(self-) critical questioning of their perceptions) to try and make meaning by 
analysing and interpreting fi rst- and second-order constructs in order to gain 
a better understanding of the phenomena that concepts represent. From this, 
typologies, models or theory are developed and the representations of reality 
or the data gathered “… are thus transformed into scientifi c knowledge by 
means of exploration, description or analysis and interpretation” (Rossman and 
Rallis 2012:6–7). The problem is that qualitative researchers (especially novice 
researchers within the Public Administration and Public Management domain) 
are often afraid to conceptualise and thus to take the risk to interpret and move 
their analysis beyond the descriptive level of World-One. It is important to 
realise that in qualitative research practice should inform theory, which in turn 
should inform practice. 
Morse, Hupcey, Penrod, Spiers, Pooler and Mitcham (2002:ii) state that it 
is qualitative researchers’ duty to be bold by moving into the realm of World-
Two and World-Three if they want to be taken seriously and earn respect. They 
state that, “We consider the goal of qualitative science twofold: fi rst to develop 
concepts in order to get a better grasp on the phenomena represented by the 
concepts themselves and, second, from this, to develop generalisable and valid 
theories. We believe it is these tasks, essentially those involving interpretation, 
conceptualisation and abstraction that will eventually provide qualitative inquiry 
with a legitimate place in the social sciences, and ultimately earn its respect and 
contribution to knowledge” (Morse et al. 2002:ii).
However, it should be noted that qualitative researchers’ perceptions of 
how to best understand ‘actors’, subjective meanings, interpretations and 
researchers’ beliefs of how knowledge should be generated are, to say the least, 
not uniform. Qualitative researchers differ in their ontological, epistemological, 
methodological beliefs, as well as in their choice of specifi c methods. “Most 
qualitative researchers would concede that the social meanings people attach to 
the world around them are tied to a particular perspective and context. These 
perspectives infl uence how a researcher views the social context, focuses on 
and reacts to a situation, and, fi nally, analyses, interprets, and creates meaning 
from data and text” (Denzin and Lincoln 1998:3). In a later publication, Denzin 
and Lincoln (2005:xv) took the argument further and argue that, “there is no 
one way to do interpretive, qualitative inquiry. We are all interpretive bricolage 
stuck in the present working against the past as we move into a politically 
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charged and challenging future”. One of the main ongoing issues in qualitative 
research is the ethical dilemma faced by researchers concerning the question 
of how the ‘other’ or subjects should best be represented to provide the most 
truthful picture of their reality”. 
“A discussion of understanding and learning about qualitative methods 
thus requires a clarifi cation and explication of the respective qualitative-
methodological model of knowledge production. In fact the same phenomena 
are investigated, analysed and interpreted differently depending on the belief the 
researcher has of what social reality is (ontology) and how social phenomena can 
best be known (epistemology)” (Breuer and Schreier Internet source 2007). 
There are different epistemologies, such as objectivism, interpretivism, and 
constructionism. Objectivists believe that, “… what we see is what there is 
provided that we have been suitably trained to observe in a rigorous manner we 
can collect objective evidence to test the truthfulness of our theories” (Qualitative 
Research Design Internet source Undated). Interpretivists believe that the subject 
matter of the social sciences “is fundamentally different from that of the natural 
sciences”. Therefore, “a different methodology is required” to reach an interpretive 
understanding or verstehen and explanation that will “enable the social researcher 
to appreciate the subjective meaning of social action” (The Philosophy of 
Qualitative Research Internet source Undated). This meaning could only be 
discovered through language (cf. Schwandt 2007:314–317). Constructionists 
believe that, “there is no truth out there”, but “only a narrative reality that changes 
continuously. Reality can therefore only be socially and personally constructed 
and the subject should be actively involved in this process. Reality is thus seen as 
the result of constructive processes” (Constructivism Internet source: nd).
In light of the above, “it is no surprise that there is no uniform defi nition for 
qualitative research” (Auriacombe 2007:7). As Denzin and Lincoln (2005:xv) 
state: “The open-ended nature of the qualitative research project leads to a 
perpetual resistance against attempts to impose a single, umbrella paradigm 
over the entire project”. For the purposes of this article, it is essential to have an 
understanding of qualitative research. The most realistic interpretation is taken 
from Denzin and Lincoln (2000:7): “Qualitative research is an interdisciplinary, 
transdisciplinary, and sometimes counterdisciplinary fi eld. It crosscuts the 
humanities, the social sciences, and the physical sciences. Qualitative research 
is many things at the same time. It is multi-paradigmatic in focus. Its practitioners 
are sensitive to the value of the multi-method approach. They are committed 
to the naturalistic perspective and to the interpretive understanding of human 
experience. At the same time, the fi eld is inherently political and shaped by 
multiple ethical and political allegiances” (Denzin and Lincoln 2000:7). 
They further state that, “Qualitative research embraces two tensions at 
the same time. On the one hand, it is drawn to a broad, interpretive, post-
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experimental, postmodern, feminist, and critical sensibility. On the other hand, 
it is shaped to more narrowly defi ned positivist, post-positivist, humanistic, and 
naturalistic conceptions of human experience and its analysis” (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2000:10). 
“Therefore qualitative research could be seen as an umbrella term for different 
approaches with each having its own theoretical background, methodological 
principles and aims” (Flick 2007 in Auriacombe 2009:97). “How qualitative 
research methods and methodology are understood is closely linked to the 
ways in which qualitative researchers conceptualise themselves and the 
research they are doing. In this respect, qualitative research can be seen along a 
continuum with the one dimension marked by a holistic – somewhat paradigm-
like – conception, and the other by situational pragmatic and opportunistic 
methodological practices” (Breuer and Schreier Internet source 2007). 
Furthermore, researchers bring their own experiences, training, specifi c beliefs 
and theoretical assumptions to a particular study. Depending on this orientation, 
researchers have an idea or way of reasoning of how the study should proceed 
in order to answer the research question as truthfully as possible. Most efforts 
to teach qualitative research ignore this important reality of the researcher’s life 
world and more specifi cally the awareness of the researcher in his/her world. 
Instead, it follows the pragmatic approach of focusing on teaching research 
methods and techniques to produce research (Bentz and Shapiro 1998:xiv). 
This will be discussed further in the next section.
DIFFERENT WAYS OF CONCEPTUALISING 
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
From a pragmatic point of view, qualitative research is “conceptualised as an 
application of selected methods in order to answer specifi c research questions 
(i.e local/situational problem solving strategies)” (Breuer and Schreier Internet 
source 2007). The question is whether this pragmatic view is suffi cient to enable 
the researchers to gain an understanding of the meaning of their subjects’ 
life world. Moreover, often when the qualitative research process is removed 
from the network of the ontological, epistemological and other constitutive 
assumptions, all that is left is to regard the methods used as research strategies 
or techniques that can be taught like ‘recipes’ following specifi c steps. To make 
matters worse, through this, qualitative research could be reduced to nothing 
more than a situational problem-solving strategy. 
In order to conceptualise and relate concepts theoretically, researchers must 
develop a “well conceptualised research design where refl exivity where data 
analysis forms part of the total research process” (in Auriacombe 2009:67). 
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According to Glaser (Internet source 2004), this is the challenge that they are 
often unable to meet: “The thrill of generating one concept is all they need and 
can handle. Some researchers cannot handle the tedium of conceptualisation 
by constant comparison while coding, collecting by theoretical sampling and 
analysing, writing up theoretical memos and saturating the concept”.
Bentz and Shapiro (1998:xiii-xiv) elaborate on this as follows: “We have 
found that for students – and for us – the challenges in understanding research 
are not mainly about research methods. Rather they are about making choices 
about which research approach to take; trying to fi gure out how to integrate 
your research with your underlying sense of who you are and what you want 
out of life; being aware of your intellectual and social context and how your 
research relates to it; deciding what your ‘knowledge values’ are; trying to fi gure 
out if your research is signifi cant; learning to be an intellectual peer of other 
scholars; fi nding your own niche in the world of scholarship and research; 
situating yourself in the cross-cutting discourses that exist in the academic world; 
fi nding the right way of conceptualising the topic in which you are interested; 
making sure that the topic approach are ‘right’ personally and existentially; 
relating to the social worlds that you inhibit and in which you do your research; 
and managing personally the confl icts, ambiguities, fears and confusions that 
research (in an intellectual and cultural postmodern, chaotic situation) can bring 
to the surface”.
From this paradigmatic viewpoint “qualitative research methods and 
methodology “conceptualised as craft, art or bricolage has also been widely 
prevalent” (Hammersley 2004:204). According to this perspective, the appropriate 
selection of research methods should form part of a researcher’s philosophical 
concerns, as well as his/her approach to knowledge-building (HesseBiber and 
Leavy 2006:4-5 and Denzin and Lincoln 2000). The craft of “qualitative research 
involves a holistic approach, where qualitative research is conceptualised as a 
refl exive and process driven approach, ultimately producing culturally situated 
and theory-enmeshed knowledge through an ongoing interplay between theory 
and methods, researcher and researched” (HesseBiber and Leavy 2006:5). 
The way in which knowledge is generated within the paradigmatic approach 
implies a chosen methodological conceptualisation within an appropriate 
approach and using a suitable research strategy to achieve the goals of the 
scientifi c endeavour. For example, while objectivists are driven by the belief that 
the meaning that the “other give to their life world” could best be represented 
through an approximation of ‘objective reality’, constructivists believe that 
there is no truth ‘out there’, and that the innermost experiences of the ‘other’ 
could best be represented through a narrative reality that changes continuously. 
Epistemology is therefore embedded within ontology and more specifi cally 
the “…philosophical perspective of the researcher” (HesseBiber and Leavy 
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2006:5). They further argue that, “More than a concept or a series of techniques 
that can simply be employed, qualitative research is an intellectual, creative, 
and rigorous craft that the practitioner not only learns but also develops” 
(HesseBiber and Leavy 2006:5).
The process of conceptualisation in qualitative research as a craft in the social 
sciences imply that, “learning is understood as actively constructing knowledge, 
a process where new information is integrated with the perceptions and prior 
knowledge of the researcher” (HesseBiber and Leavy 2006:5). Therefore, the 
researcher enters the spiral of meaning-making where his/her current level 
of knowledge, insight and understanding is deepened up to a point where 
conceptual saturation could take place. 
In the broadest sense of the word, all research is a systematic and rigorous 
“study of a subject, to discover (new) information or reach a (new) understanding” 
that could contribute to the scientifi c body of knowledge (Defi nition of research 
Internet source Undated). Science depends on both new ideas and accumilating 
empirical fi ndings that challenge prevailing theories (Chapter 9 Research 
Design: Qualitative Methods. Internet source Undated). Just as any research, 
qualitative research depends on interpretive frameworks, material practices and 
analytical strategies.  “Accordingly qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of 
interconnected interpretive practices, helping always to get a better understanding 
of the subject matter at hand. It is understood however, that each practice makes 
the world visible in a different way” (Denzin and Lincoln 2005:3).
Qualitative research follows an “interpretive, naturalistic approach”. It locates 
the observer in the world and makes the world visible through interpretations 
and representations (Denzin and Lincoln 2005:3) It follows an inductive 
reasoning process, whereby the researcher’s own experience; the literature; 
actors’ meaning-perspectives; and specifi c interrelationships between actors 
and the environment; and the theoretical and methodological frameworks used 
are blended into a conceptual framework (See Figure 1). 
According to Glaser (Internet source 2004), “Max Weber has suggested 
that the essence of social theory is in the creation of clear concepts and that 
many such concepts guide our thinking and theorising” (Glaser. Internet source 
2004). Researchers generally have some idea of what and how the study will 
be conducted (a tentative rudimentary conceptual framework). The conceptual 
framework gives the researcher a system to refl ect on, analyse and interpret 
observations. It sensitises the researcher as to what to look for next, how to look 
for new information and to progressively refi ne the data gathering and analysis 
processes. A systematic approach helps the researcher to understand the whole, 
as well as the different parts constituting the whole. By using a conceptual 
framework, the researcher systematically discovers (new) information, reaches 
(new) understandings of the relationships between different constructs and 
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reaches to a deeper level of holistic understanding (Denzin and Lincoln 2005:3). 
It enables the researcher to move beyond mere “…descriptions of ‘what’ to 
explanations of why and how. It explains either graphically, or in narrative form, 
the main things to be studied – the key factors, concepts or variables – and 
the presumed relationship among them” (Vaughan Internet source Undated). 
The ideas on which the study is built changes over time and the conceptual 
framework develops further as new information is gathered and analysed.
The “… conceptual framework of an empirical study refers to the system 
of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs and theories informing the 
research and is generally regarded as an explanation proposed to reach a better 
understanding of the social reality/ phenomena under investigation” (Maxwell 
2005:34). “The function of the conceptual framework is to assess and refi ne the 
goals, develop realistic and relevant research questions, provide substantiation to 
arguments, clarify the theoretical framework and logic or reasoning used, defi ne 
concepts, justify decisions, and directs data collection and analysis” (Eriksson 
and Kovalainen 2008:29). The conceptual framework is the operationalisation 
“of the theoretical framework of a study and therefore forms an intricate part of 
the research design. Qualitative researchers utilise a conceptual framework to 
develop typologies, models and theories from the bottom up” (Rossman and 
Rallis 2012:121) (See Figure 1). 
“A conceptual framework is a structure that organises the currents of thought 
that provide focus and direction to an inquiry project. It is the organisation of 
Figure 1:  The process followed and analytical tools used in the inductive 
reasoning process
Source Adapted from Mouton and Marais 1996:125–151)
The analytical tools
■ Concepts
 ■ Abstract (alienation)
 ■ Concrete (tree)
■ Statements
 ■ Defi nition
 ■ Hypothesis
■ Conceptual framework
 ■ Typologies
 ■ Models
 ■ Theories
Logic used in developing 
knowledge in qualitative research
■  Inductive reasoning 
process ends with holistic 
insight, assumptions and a 
conceptual framework.
■  Everyday experiences of 
research participants
■ Literature
■ Researcher’s own experience
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ideas – the central concepts from theory, key fi ndings from research, policy 
statements, professional wisdom – that will guide the project” (Rossman and 
Rallis 2012:121).
In order to provide a clearer understanding of the conceptual framework of 
a study, Denzin and Lincoln’s (2005:4–6) ‘quilter’ could be used as an example. 
They compare the qualitative researcher to a quilt-maker. The quilter creatively 
stitches, edits, and “puts slices of reality together” (Denzin and Lincoln 2005:4–
6). “This process brings psychological and emotional unity to an interpretive 
experience.” Just as a quilt maker creates his/her quilt; the researcher uses tools 
and techniques to piece together new information to design a ‘quilt’ of new 
understanding. Although the quilt-maker follows an overall design, the choices 
of what tools to use and what pieces to stitch together is not made in advance. 
He/she adds a new colour or shape and then stands back to interpret and to 
refl ect on the whole, trying to uncover what is already there and what should still 
be added. Qualitative researchers are thus constantly interpreting and comparing 
new information to what is already known and understood. The ultimate aim is 
to experience the phenomenon they are studying as fully as possible in order to 
decide what step should be taken next (Lamont and White Internet source 2005). 
However, our interpretations are not free of our own perceptions, world-
view, the infl uence of our previous knowledge and experience, as well as our 
cultural infl uences and expectations (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:16). This 
will be the subject of the next section. 
THE ROLE OF PREVIOUS KNOWLEDGE AND 
THEORY IN MEANING-MAKING
It is a well-accepted fact that qualitative researchers have their own ontological, 
epistemological, axiological and methodological assumptions (Guba and Lincoln 
1994:105). The questions social scientists pose have different answers depending 
on their ontology, epistemology, methodology, axiology and teleology (Mouton 
2001:137). “There is no bias-free point of view in any approach to research. We 
all fi lter our view of phenomena through our theoretical lens” (Vrasidas Internet 
source Undated). 
A researcher can never enter a setting as a ‘fl y on the wall’. Instead, the 
researcher enters a setting and views the research setting through a specifi c 
lens (world view). Depending on this perspective, the different researchers 
will view the research setting differently. Researchers could never disown the 
role that their previous knowledge and experience play in their perceptions. 
Therefore, as research instrument, the researcher must be acutely aware of how 
his/her view of the world (ontology) and perception of how research should 
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be done (epistemology) mould the research and determine the interpretation 
of the phenomenon under study. (Vrasidas Internet source Undated). However, 
qualitative researchers should not only be aware; they should also be open 
and explain to their readers how their accounts were produced. In this way, 
they make a methodological contribution to the body of scientifi c knowledge 
(Lamont and White 2005:16).
Table 1 provides a better understanding of the qualitative research dimensions 
within the three broad research approaches, namely positivism and interpretivism 
and realism. The table highlights that, “there exist alternative answers to each 
foundational question” (Auriacombe 2009:89). Different beliefs of ontology 
(meaning how you see reality), and epistemology, (how you think social phenomena 
could be studied), will infl uence the way that a researcher will go about doing 
the research. The same phenomenon could thus be investigated, analysed and 
interpreted differently depending on your belief (Auriacombe 2009:89).
Research 
traditions/
paradigms 
Logical Positivism 
(Objectivism; 
Empiricism) 
Pragmatism/
Critical Realism 
Constructivism 
(interpretive; 
naturalist; 
subjectivist) 
Ontology is 
the researcher’s 
ideas about the 
existence of, 
and relationship 
between, people, 
society and 
the world. 
There is a real 
world or truth out 
there (outside the 
mind) that can be 
discovered and
studied scientifi cally 
and independently.
Holds an advocacy 
and participatory 
world view. 
Social reality exists 
independent of the 
human mind, but is 
shaped by social, 
political and cultural 
factors. The role of 
power and ideology 
is critical. What we 
observe is bound to 
our life experience.
The real world 
could be discovered 
through a systematic, 
interactive 
methodological 
approach.
Asserts that social 
actors continually 
construct social 
phenomena and 
meanings.
Reality is internal; 
truth depends on 
the knower's frame 
of reference. The 
researcher and what 
is being researched 
is inseparable. 
Knowledge of the 
world is the result of 
how the researcher 
intentionally tries 
to make sense 
of the world.
There is no real world 
or truth out there – 
only a narrative truth
Table 1:  Dimensions of qualitative research within the 
three broad research approaches
Administratio Publica | Vol 20 No 3 September 2012154
A researcher’s “philosophical beliefs are more than just conceptual tools 
enabling him/her to collect particular types of data and answering particular 
research question(s). Taking a specifi c philosophical stance means that one is 
Research 
traditions/
paradigms 
Logical Positivism 
(Objectivism; 
Empiricism) 
Pragmatism/
Critical Realism 
Constructivism 
(interpretive; 
naturalist; 
subjectivist) 
Epistemology 
is knowledge 
or evidence of 
things in the social 
world. What are 
the principles and 
rules by which you 
decide whether 
and how social 
phenomena can 
be known and how 
can knowledge be 
demonstrated? 
Objective point 
of view. Only 
knowledge gained 
through experience 
and the senses 
is acceptable. 
Social phenomena 
and their meanings 
exist independently 
of social actors. 
Both objective 
and subjective 
points of view. 
The viewer and the 
viewed collaborate to 
create knowledge.
Subjective point 
of view.
Knower and known 
are inseparable.
Axiology (role 
of values in 
inquiry). 
Inquiry is value-free. Values play a large 
role in interpreting 
results.
Values, human action 
and interaction 
precede the search 
for description, 
theory, explanation 
and narrative.
Inquiry is value-bound. 
The teleological 
dimension 
of social research 
refers to the goal 
driven nature of 
social science.
Predicting, 
controlling, 
explaining and 
understanding 
social reality 
Theoretical goals 
include (basic 
research) and 
theory-building. 
Understanding and 
gaining insight into 
social reality.
Practical goals 
(applied research) 
includes developing 
programmes or 
models aimed at 
improving people’s 
quality of life 
and empowering 
oppressed or exploited 
members of society, 
such as women 
and children.
Understanding 
and constructing 
social reality
Understanding and 
reconstructing human 
behaviour; explaining 
and predicting 
human behavior; 
and gaining insight 
into social reality. 
Giving a voice to the 
marginalised and 
improving lives.
Source Adapted from (Guba and Lincoln 1994). See also http://www.evaluate-europe.net/projects/eval3/. 
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making certain assumptions about the nature of truth, human behaviour and 
representation of the “other”. A philosophical approach can always be contested 
by those who hold a different approach to the representation of the truth” (The 
Philosophy of Qualitative Research Internet source Undated).
Researchers conduct their scientifi c studies and derive their interpretations from 
their existing experience of the natural world. However, in the process they also 
make use of existing knowledge and theory to conceptualise and interpret their 
research. Notably, the literature review should offer a synthesis of what has already 
been written on the topic. Importantly, it links literature, core concepts and the 
research question. A properly conducted literature review should show where the 
gaps are and how the researcher aims to fi ll the gaps with the study. “It shares with 
the reader the results of related studies and relates the study and the reasoning 
of the study and the conceptual framework used to the larger, ongoing dialogue 
in the literature” (Creswell 2009:25). Through the literature study, the researcher 
also aims to clarify and show how the proposed research would address the ‘gap’ 
or weakness in the existing knowledge-base. It is a critical study of the “state of 
the art on a research topic. One should not only track down what scholars have 
written about a subject but should provide one’s own personal and professional 
assessment of both the content and quality of the text” (Creswell 2009:25).
Based on their life experiences, everyone is constantly conceptualising and thus 
using interpretation to make sense of the world. Qualitative researchers who follow 
a paradigmatic approach use critical analysis, refl exivity and inductive theory to 
develop a conceptual framework for their study. In essence, an inductive strategy 
implies that one starts off with the data you have collected from the phenomena 
under study and from that infer general principles or theoretical statements. 
Therefore, qualitative research should be designed within a conceptual 
framework by placing the study within the context ongoing and major research 
in the area; entering into a dialogue with the relevant literature and related fi elds; 
and making methodological and theoretical contributions (Nagel in Lamont and 
White Internet source 2005:161). 
The main aim of qualitative research is therefore “to produce conceptual 
theory that explains fundamental social patterns within the substantive focus of 
inquiry” (Glaser Internet source 2004 Undated). The conceptual framework is the 
methodological and theoretical “glue that holds all … design decisions together” 
(Saldana 2011:81). The conceptual framework will develop further as the research 
is further designed and participant views and issues are gathered and analysed. 
It is clear from Figure 2 that designing a qualitative study is not like following 
a set recipe for a chocolate cake that requires specifi c ingredients, directions and 
prerequisites, such as an oven that should be set to a specifi c heat to get a desired 
result. Designing qualitative research is more like making salad to your own 
liking, where you keep analysing the dish and add different amounts and kinds of 
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ingredients until you are satisfi ed with it. Literally, ‘design’ is a researcher’s plan 
of how to execute a particular study, from identifying the topic to interpreting the 
results. “Unlike the quantitative paradigm, its qualitative counterpart is more than 
a set of data-gathering methods; it is a way of approaching the empirical world” 
(Taylor and Bogdan 1984:5).
But if there is no recipe to follow when doing qualitative research, why then 
is it important to gain an understanding of qualitative research design? Mason 
(1996:9) correctly points out that this is particularly important, since qualitative 
research has a more unstructured, fl exible or fl uid character. This implies that, 
“… an all-encompassing research design cannot necessarily be completed 
before the research is begun” (Mason 1996:9). 
Not following a specifi c recipe does not mean that the chef has no plan 
of how he/she is going to proceed when making a salad. Bogdan and Biklen 
(1998:50) write in this regard: “How (qualitative researchers) proceed is 
based on theoretical assumptions (that meaning and process are crucial in 
understanding human behaviour, that descriptive data are what is important to 
collect, and that analysis is best done inductively), on data-collection traditions 
(such as participant observation, unstructured interviewing, and document 
Figure 2: Research design: The structure of the inquiry
Time
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analysis) and on generally stated substantive questions … It is not that qualitative 
research design is nonexistent; it is rather that the design is fl exible”.
The conceptual framework is an essential component of any research. 
It serves as a development tool that could be used to help collect and 
analyse data in a rigorous and systematic way. A conceptual framework 
could therefore provide rigour to the research process “helps data cohere 
and enables researchers to go beyond an aimless, unsystematic piling up of 
accounts” (Mason 1996:142).
Not only does it provide guidance to the study, but also helps the researcher 
to examine and constantly refl ect on the basic theoretical and methodological 
assumptions made. Designing and executing the research conceptually (within 
a holistic systemic conceptual framework) enables a researcher to not only 
gain an understanding of the feelings, perceptions or behaviour of individual 
research participants, but also to see the relationships between participants’ 
realities, as well as how these elements relate to the total phenomenon (bigger 
picture) under study. By looking at social phenomena through a holistic, analytic 
or reductionist lens, and by seeking systems-integrated solutions based on the 
interconnections between theory, methodology and practice could deepen 
Figure 3: The interrelated parts of the conceptual framework
Research question
Theoretical framework
The “what” of the study
The “how” of the study
Methodological framework
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our understanding of social phenomena. Furthermore, it could provide viable 
solutions to social problems (Patton 2008:5). 
Although all the elements of the research design are inter-related when 
placing the design within a conceptual framework, two parts and a central core 
can be identifi ed (See Figure 3). The fi rst part of the design forms a closely 
knitted unit that focuses on the theoretical framework (Maxwell 2005:123). 
The core of the research design is the research question, while the second part 
focuses on the study’s methodological framework. “It connects the ‘what’ with 
the ‘how’” (Rossman and Rallis 2012:121). Stated differently, the fi rst part of the 
research design generally deals with the ‘what’ of the study, while the second 
part focuses on the ‘how’. These two parts should not be seen as separate units, 
as they are interlinked with the research question. 
In practice there is a direct relationship between the research question(s) and 
a study’s theoretical and methodological frameworks. Therefore, the research 
question is informed by the theoretical and methodological dimensions to 
be applied to “gain an understanding” of the phenomena under study, while 
“decisions about what theory and knowledge are relevant” depend on the 
research question (Babbie 2007:122). Thus, as already stated, the conceptual 
framework provides the structure for a coherent study (Babbie 2007:122). 
However, in reality the relationships and the possibilities for meaning-making are 
far more complex. “There are many layers of overlap and connection” (Auriacombe 
2009:96). Importantly, the researcher’s perspective will vary depending on where 
he/she stands in the meaning-making process. This conceptualisation process is 
a lot like an artist taking three balls of clay with different colours and shapes, and 
mixing it together gradually to create a new colour and shape. During the meaning-
making process, the researcher’s own perspective and experience are integrated 
with existing theory. Importantly, the study fi ndings aim to create new insight and 
knowledge. This evolving spiral of meaning-making allows for adding new cycles 
of understanding to gain an ever better understanding of the phenomenon, as well 
as to refl ect on various possibilities of answering the research questions. This is the 
subject of the next section.
GENERATING NEW KNOWLEDGE AND 
THEORY TO CREATE MEANING
The holistic conceptualisation process referred to above, where researchers like 
artists continuously refl ect on their ‘making’, allows for understanding the different 
elements (existing knowledge and new knowledge) or pieces of the puzzle, as well 
as a holistic insight into the entire picture to develop new knowledge and theory. 
“The aim is to have an evolving research design that allows for diversity and 
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change, where appropriate methods and methodologies can be used or drawn 
on as is appropriate to the context of the research problem, the research question 
and the issues or themes within them. The researcher is thus able to through 
the process of critical refl ection, analysis and evaluation make new connections 
between the components and in doing so, is able to spiral to a deeper level of 
understanding and meaning-making” (Vaughn Internet source Undated). 
Part and parcel of the qualitative research design is accepting that the research 
is guided by a clear set of research questions that aim to understand  the meaning 
of events, situations, actions, and accounts of lives and experiences; the context 
with which participants act and the infl uence that this context has on their 
actions; unanticipated phenomena and infl uences and generating new grounded 
theories; understanding the process through which events and actions take place; 
and causal explanations (Qualitative research design Internet source Undated). 
Figure 4: The conceptual nature of qualitative research
Research 
question
New 
knowledge
Existing 
knowledge
Research 
philosophy
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However, qualitative researchers must realise that while trying to answer the 
research question they must at the same time be open and responsive to new 
opportunities, insights and connections within the fi ndings, as the project has 
unfold. “The connecting thread of the design and the subsequent realisation, is 
in the search for meaning that is appropriate to our needs and context” (Vaughn 
Internet source Undated). 
The above mentioned statement highlights the fact that designing qualitative 
research is a dynamic process. Therefore, it is not only important for qualitative 
researchers to properly plan their studies, but also to provide a refl exive account 
of how it was done, such as constructing natural histories, research stories, or 
internal audits, and/or defending the logic of their decisions. In this way, the 
conceptual framework is not only used to guide the researcher, but also to help 
manage the entire research process (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:16). 
In this sense the qualitative researcher is, as already indicated, like a quilt-
maker. In the process of crafting and creating images and understanding, they 
creatively blend together, shape and defi ne one another to form a new creation. 
The colours and shapes used depend on the overall design, as well as the quilt-
maker’s previous knowledge. Therefore, the researcher’s previous knowledge, 
skills and beliefs, as well as the approach that is taken, the strategy that is 
implemented and the tools/methods used all blend together to discover themes 
and patterns. This creates a new understanding of the meaning the research 
participants attach to their world and connects the parts to the whole (Denzin 
and Lincoln 2005:4). “All these themes mesh together. Meaning itself is an 
interactive process – it emerges out of interactions. The self is a process built 
out of encounters and endowed with shifting meaning. Social objects assume 
their meaning according to how they are handled in joint actions. Societies are 
a vast matrix of ‘social worlds’ constituted through the symbolic interactions of 
‘self’ and ‘others’. Only in the grounded empirical world open to observation can 
self, encounter, social object, meaning, be investigated. There is, then, behind 
symbolic interactionist sociologies a pervasive imagery – of symbol, process, 
interaction, and intimate familiarity. All of which helps to shape its theoretical 
work” (Plummer Internet source Undated).
As quilt-maker, the qualitative researcher therefore understands that qualitative 
research is a creative and interpretive “process shaped by his or her own personal 
history”, background, personality, emotional disposition, knowledge, experience, 
skills, culture, as well as by the very people he/she is trying to study (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2005:4). 
However, it should be clear by now that the conceptual framework is not 
static, but a dynamic deepening spiral that starts off with rough ideas that are 
further developed through the literature and turned into a researchable question. 
During the research process, more insights are gained; the research question is 
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refi ned; the literature is revisited; the research design is reconceptualised; and 
theoretical ideas are re-examined (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:29). 
“The categories of the framework are not fi xed, but instead are changing 
and evolving during the course of the study. From the traditional research 
perspective, the conceptual framework is rigid and consists of a fi xed number 
of categories with all the relationships among those categories identifi ed in 
advance. Such an approach relies on the belief that ‘truth’ exists out there 
and the researcher can know in advance what it takes to fi nd it by following 
the step-by-step ‘scientifi c method’. In interpretive research the conceptual 
framework is neither fi xed, nor sequential. It is rather fl uid and it evolves as the 
study proceeds” (Vrasidas Internet source Undated). 
THE ROLE OF REFLEXIVITY IN DEVLOPING 
A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Before outlining the role of refl exivity in developing a conceptual framework, it 
is necessary to stress the importance of systems thinking. The systems thinking 
process refers to the ability to draw boundaries, identify core elements and link 
them in meaningful ways. Ultimately, it implies that, “… construing the meaning 
of the whole meant making sense of the parts and grasping the meaning of the 
parts depended on having some sense of the whole” (Schwandt 2001:112).
The crux for understanding a system lies in the ability to consider and refl ect 
on multiple perspectives. According to Imam, LaGoy and Williams (2004:10), 
“A systems thinker always looks inside, outside, beside, and between the readily 
identifi ed systems boundary”. Therefore, this approach demands a paradigm 
shift from reductionist thinking to thinking in a holistic manner. As in the case 
of systems theory, it aims to portray the phenomenon under study as part of the 
larger system of previous and new knowledge and perceptions. 
Refl exivity has become increasingly important in qualitative research. 
Researchers refl ect on the process as a whole and relate each step to previous 
ones. Therefore, the refl exivity procedure forms part of the circular research 
process. In practice, this means that the qualitative researcher has to refl ect 
critically on his/her way of knowledge production. What kind of knowledge it 
is and how this new knowledge could be related to older knowledge. The “…
construction of knowledge in research is therefore a refl exive process that could 
bring rigor to the study” (Guillemin and Gillam 2004:274). More specifi cally, 
this means that the researcher must rigorously refl ect on each action made to 
help him/her to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon under study; 
decide whether it is the best possible action to answer the research question 
truthfully; and to decide what to do next. 
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This argument could be taken a few steps further by reasoning that researchers that 
rely on interpretive methods could only make sense of their data if they continuously 
refl ect on the decisions made during the research process. Furthermore, they should 
have a heightened awareness of their epistemological, theoretical, and ontological 
perceptions, as well as how this infl uences their research practices (Mauthner 
and Doucet 2003:415). Mauthner and Doucet (2003:424) suggest that, “…the 
more researchers can be self-conscious about, and articulate their role in research 
processes and products, the more readers can engage in symbolic dialogues with 
the author(s) and the more credible their research studies will become”. More 
specifi cally, it could help the researcher to be refl exively interconnected in the 
research process and particularly when analysing his/her data.
Data analysis is often regarded as a mechanical process of comparing, 
sorting, categorising, organising, and indexing the information obtained. In 
reality (as is clear from Figure 5), researchers are all but invisible, since they have 
their own ontological, epistemological and “theoretical assumptions”, as well as 
their own backgrounds, “personal, emotional” and interpersonal infl uences that 
they bring with them to the research process (Mauthner and Doucet 2003:415). 
The successive stages of refl exivity within a conceptual framework enable 
researchers to continuously refl ect on their ontology, epistemology, theoretical 
framework, research questions, methodology, quality of the study and ethical 
considerations. Refl exivity represents a refi nement process whereby the 
different elements of the research process are integrated with each other to 
form the conceptual framework for the study. This framework could be used as 
research tool intended to order the researcher’s thinking, decision-making and 
actions taken during the entire research process. 
Therefore, the researcher’s conceptual framework forms the heart of the 
study and it guides the research process from the beginning to the end (Goetz 
and LeCompte 1984:201). Such a practice forms an important tool that could 
be used to enhance the quality of qualitative research.
Refl exivity occurs on different levels. Ontological and epistemological refl exivity 
concerns “our assumptions about what we can know and how we can claim to know 
it” (Auriacombe 2009:102). Refl exive analysis exposes the underlying assumptions 
on which qualitative researchers could build their arguments (Holland 1999). 
Notably, it helps researchers to “… become more consciously refl exive by thinking 
about our own thinking, by noticing and criticizing our own epistemological pre-
understandings and their effect on research, and by exploring possible alternative 
commitments” (Johnson and Cassell 2001:127). A researcher’s epistemological 
assumptions are refl ected by his/her philosophical beliefs. However, all ontological 
and “epistemological stances have weaknesses. Consequently, awareness, debate 
and refl ection” are crucial if we want to enhance the quality of qualitative research 
(Auriacombe 2009:168). 
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Refl exivity could thus help the researcher to create meaning on his/her research 
journey. It has therefore become more important for qualitative researchers to 
refl ect on the research process in terms of what assumptions are implicated 
in the theories that drive their research and are produced as a result of their 
research. It is equally important to refl ect on the practices and procedures for 
research (methodology) and how these elements infl uence the conclusions 
reached because it renders the research process transparent and accountable 
(Johnson and Cassell 2001:127). In this regard issues such as the following 
should be dealt with: How and why the research was designed, conducted and 
analysed; and how this led to particular conclusions. According to Johnson and 
Cassell (2001:127), more specifi cally, the researcher should ask the following 
questions: 
 ● “How should the research be designed or conducted in order to provide a 
convincing account?
 ● What alternative interpretations are there?
 ● What role do I play in producing results?
 ● What choices were made and what were the reasons for them?”
These questions keep the researcher theoretically sensitive when “collecting and 
analysing the data. They force him/her to focus on patterns and to rise conceptually 
Figure 5: Refl exive learning within the conceptual framework
REFLEXSIVITY
What do I want to 
learn about?
What themes and 
issues could connect 
my sources together?
What are the major 
issues emerging?
How should the research 
be designed or conducted 
in order to provide a 
convincing account?
What role do I play in 
producing results?
What is the main 
concern being faced 
by the participants?
What categories and 
their properties are to 
be sampled further?
REFLEXSIVITY
What is already known 
about the topic?
Is there a gap in the 
available knowledge?
What are the major 
issues emerging?
What issues need to 
be followed up?
What alternative 
interpretations are there?
Whom do I turn to next in 
data collection – and for 
what theoretical purpose?
What category does 
this incident indicate?
What is actually 
happening in the data?
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
Ontology
Epistemology
Research approach
THE RESEARCH QUESTION
Research process distorted by:
Personal background
Experience Perceptions
Emotions Observation 
Literature
METHODOLOGICAL 
FRAMEWORK:
Methodology
Research methods
THEORY
Administratio Publica | Vol 20 No 3 September 2012164
above detailed description of incidents. Research participants must be chosen 
according to theoretical criteria. These criteria are applied in the ongoing joint 
collection and analysis of data associated with the generation of theory. As such, 
the data is continually tailored to fi t the data” (Glaser Internet source 2004:14). 
The refl exive process is very helpful to relate occurrences, such as words, 
expressions, interactions and social processes to people, events, other occurrences, 
as well as the values and norms of particular groups of people. Discovering such 
linkages are important in selecting further theoretical incidents, persons and 
behaviours, as well as to establish and verify evolving ideas, themes and typologies. 
The essence of refl exivity is that it enables a critical appraisal of the 
knowledge produced and how that knowledge was generated (Guillemin and 
Gillam 2004:262). “This ensures that the research is developed and produced 
in the tensional fi eld of theoretical, conceptual, practical and methodological 
creativity and methodological rigour when studying phenomena. Therefore 
qualitative research should be located in the tensional fi eld between being 
rigorous and being fl exible” (The Philosophy of Qualitative Research Internet 
source Undated).
On a deeper level, refl exivity also means conceptualising, organising, 
continuously questioning your understanding of the phenomenon, constantly 
comparing incidents to new incidents, making abstract connections, visualising, 
synthesising the data by identifying patterns, theorising by developing explanations 
that fi t the data and re-contextualising by relating emergent theory to established 
knowledge. The process of continuous refl exivity should help researchers to 
understand why they frame questions in particular ways; why they investigate 
them in a certain manner; how they gain an understanding of the meanings 
research participants give to their life world; how they gather suffi cient data to 
make our research credible; and how such approaches lead them to interpret the 
data the way they do (Johnson and Cassell 2001:140). In this way refl exivity helps 
the researcher to (like the quilter) piece the data together creatively. 
It helps the researcher to make “the invisible obvious, of recognising the 
signifi cant from the insignifi cant, of linking seemingly unrelated facts logically, 
of fi tting categories one with another, and of attributing consequences to 
antecedents. It is a process of conjecture and verifi cation, of correction and 
modifi cation, of suggestion and defence. It is a creative process of organising 
data so that the analytic scheme will appear obvious" (May 1994:10).
CONCLUSION
When designing a conceptual framework for a study, answering the following 
key questions are of the utmost importance: “How do you view social 
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reality (ontology)?”; “How do you think social phenomena should be studied 
(epistemology)?”; “What theories, beliefs and prior research fi ndings will 
guide or inform your research?”; “How does your proposed research fi t into 
what is already known (relationship between theory and research)?”; “What 
assumptions underlie your research questions?”; “How do your questions 
link to larger theoretical constructs?”; and “What is the relationship between 
your theoretical framework, the research question and the methodological 
framework? (Johnson and Cassell 2001:127).
The above discussion highlighted that qualitative researchers typically 
construct “analytical tools” or “…concepts, typologies, models and theories that 
are grounded in or refl ect intimate familiarity with the people in the setting 
under study” (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:16). Theory thus emerges from the 
bottom up (rather than from the top down); and from many different pieces of 
collected evidence. Therefore, the theory is not grounded in data by putting 
together an already known puzzle, but by constructing a new picture that takes 
shape as the researcher collects and examines the parts. 
The ability to make sense of data or generate ideas is attributed to the 
qualitative researcher’s conceptual skills and ability to interpret the innermost 
meanings people give to their everyday lives. More specifi cally, four main 
sources are used to construct the study’s conceptual context, namely the 
researcher’s:
 ● own experience and knowledge including research background and personal 
experiences;
 ● existing theory and research;
 ● new information gained from research participants; and
 ● critical refl ection on knowledge production and how this new knowledge 
could relate to older knowledge and theory.
This spiral of meaning-making relates to the idea of the hermeneutical circle 
of understanding, constructing and deepening the meaning that the researcher 
has of the phenomenon being studied and relates to the concept of verstehen. 
This means that with qualitative research, a deeper understanding of human 
behaviour is only possible from “an insider's point of view (emic) where more 
and more insight into the meaning (verstehen)” of the subject’s life world 
could be gained by conceptualising, understanding and interpreting (Cole and 
Avison 2007:78). 
This interpretation process involves being part of the hermeneutic circle 
where the preliminary versions of knowledge are modifi ed and changed 
continuously as more insight is gained during the research process. “This 
spiral of meaning-making is thus whole to the parts and vice versa” (Vaughn 
Internet source Undated). Every time the circle is completed, the researcher’s 
Administratio Publica | Vol 20 No 3 September 2012166
perceptions and the fi ndings and interpretation of the phenomena changes. 
Subsequently, a more holistic understanding is reached. It is an evolving cycle; 
a spiral of continuous exploration; a process of growing understanding starting 
from what is known and moving to a deeper understanding to make meaning 
(Vaughn Internet source Undated). 
“The prior knowledge is interpreted by the researcher and in that process the 
tradition (prior knowledge) can be modifi ed and changed … We interpret things 
not in a vacuum, but in a hermeneutic process … as the researcher’s knowledge 
base grows and changes, so also, therefore, does their position towards prior 
knowledge change” (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:16). 
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